Grey Jones was the first patient I referred to as mine. I had been averse to claiming possession of patients and had always been uninhibited and vocal in stating these views to colleagues. "It seems to me," I would expound, "that if you refer to a person, an ill person who has found himself in need of medical assistance, as your patient, it feeds the inherent sense of power that we physicians must battle to avoid. Patients become like helpless children, at your mercy." These colleagues to whom I was speaking were, in fact, my peers-classmates, actually. I was a medical student and those were my preclinical years.
accurately ruled them out. In fact, he had pneumococcus pneumonia. And so my role distilled down to examining him in morning rounds and writing the daily chart note. I made no decisions, I did no procedures, I came up with no diagnoses. Certainly, I remember thinking, this man is not my patient; I successfully reassured myself that my view that patients must never be referred to in the possessive was still worth maintaining.
As is often the case with otherwise healthy patients, Grey Jones was examined by me, the medical student, more than by any other doctor. And since it was one of my first clinical rotations and I was still learning how to use my instruments, I never abbreviated the already inherently abbreviated inpatient daily exam. Instead not only did I listen to his lungs and heart and palpate his abdomen, but on him I learned which way to turn the dial on my ophthalmoscope to bring his optic vessels into focus, I distinguished the malleus from the incus in his ears, I examined the underside of his tongue, I checked all 12 cranial nerves, I probed for occipital and preauricular lymph nodes, I felt for axial, femoral, popliteal pulses, I measured out his organs by percussion, I elicited reflexes on his arms, below his knees, at his ankles, I examined his nail beds, I even checked for scoliosis. And I did all of this every day and whatever other things I thought of as I went, never betraying my sense of total control and composure and conviction that each and every thing I did was of utmost importance.
But naively, my sole motivation was to learn, not to heal in this circumstance. I had resigned myself to the fact that this was not the case that would bring me Honors in Medicine, nor was this the patient I could feel responsible for helping to heal-the drugs and natural course of the disease would do that. Nonetheless, by no means was I trying to trick him. I was simply trying to be the very best doctor I knew how to be given my limited role and even more limited experience.
As expected, Grey Jones gradually improved on the antibiotics and was discharged home on day 8. Three days later I went for a walk in the park. I found Grey sitting in his usual spot. The white pigeon was on his shoulder. As I sat down next to him the pigeons fluttered away onto nearby branches. He had on a pair of furry gloves I had never seen him wear before.
"Grey, don't worry about getting diseases from the birds. The pneumonia you had was completely unrelated." He turned and looked me right in the eyes, giving me the same look he had held on his face every time I had examined him, a slight bemused smile escaping from the sides of his mouth. I became uncomfortable with his gaze and looked away. I felt the birds' eyes on me too.
"You must be very gentle when handling them for they are out of familiar territory and are very vulnerable to you. I wear the gloves because I find pigeons are then more willing to allow me to hold them." He reached up to his shoulder and gently rubbed the breast of the white pigeon, tucking his gloved fingers under her wing. She leaned forward, shifting her weight into the palm of his hand.
"A few months ago there was a young child who was here watching me feed the pigeons. There was one eating in my hand and the child reached out and grabbed him from the back. I was amazed because instead of flying away the pigeon went limp and fell to the ground and allowed the child to stroke his back before standing and finally flying up to the tree. He must have sensed the child meant no harm and was merely trying to learn."
We sat there in silence for a while. Grey's hands were resting on his lap, the pigeon nestled in between them. He slowly lifted her up near his face until he could see her eyes.
"I would like you to meet Doctor Tennant," he said, addressing the pigeon with a formality I am unaccustomed to hearing. "Actually I'm not a doctor yet, Grey, still only a student." The pigeon cocked its head and eyed me suspiciously. I had never been given the once-over by a bird before. Not sure quite how to respond, I bowed my head and gave a slight nod, feeling rather like a bird as I did. Another pigeon landed on his shoulder. "That's my doctor," he whispered to it, while pointing at me. I smiled and opened my mouth to protest. There was a furious fluttering of wings and squabbling as five, six, then more pigeons came flying down from the trees surrounding the bench. Grey put a finger to his lips and shushed me. He lifted my arm up until it was horizontal to the ground, a perfect perch, and the white pigeon flew up and landed on my outstretched palm.
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